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BARCELONA: Catalans voted yesterday in a
crucial election that could mark a turning point
for their region, just two months after a failed
secession bid triggered Spain’s worst political
crisis in decades. High turnout was expected in
a vote pitting leaders of the wealthy northeast-
ern region’s separatist movement against par-
ties that want to remain in Spain.

Will voters again hand victory to pro-inde-
pendence parties that tried to break Catalonia
from Spain, one of whose candidates is in jail
and the other in self-imposed exile in Belgium?
Or will they lose the absolute parliamentary
majority of 72 seats they won in 2015? Cata-
lans on both sides of the divide saw the day as
a potential moment of truth for their region,
following weeks of upheaval and protests un-
seen since democracy was reinstated following
the death in 1975 of dictator Franco. “Today’s
vote is about whether we say yes or no to in-
dependence in Catalonia,” said Gloria Garcia,
a telephone operator in Santa Coloma de
Gramenet, a working class suburb of
Barcelona.

What next for separatists? 
While the independence question is far

from new, it was the banned referendum on
October 1 — and a heavy police crackdown on

voters-that focused the world’s attention on
the region. Some 5.5 million people are regis-
tered to vote in yesterday’s election which is
likely to see seven parties winning mandates in
the 135-seat regional parliament. Polls showed
that around a million voters remained unde-
cided on the eve of election day, with many
Catalans exhausted of the crisis and yearning
for a return to normality.

The Spanish government called the vote
after stripping Catalonia of its treasured au-
tonomy, in response to a failed independence
declaration by the region’s parliament on Oc-
tober 27. But the secession bid was short-lived
as Madrid sacked Catalonia’s government, dis-
solved its parliament and called snap elections.
Crucially, however, even if the pro-indepen-
dence camp wins, it is not expected to attempt
another breakaway from Spain but rather try
to enter into negotiations with Madrid.

To separatists, the vote is in part an oppor-
tunity to strengthen their hand in the standoff
with Madrid. In the staunchly pro-indepen-
dence town of Vic, 49-year-old professor Alex
Arroyo said he had never really supported the
separatist cause. But he changed his mind “be-
cause of the Spanish state’s radical positions”
and because of the “violence ... on referendum
day”. Supporters of the pro-unity camp also

see the election as crucial, with the centrist
Ciudadanos expected to win the most seats
out of the anti-independence parties.

“The issue for me is that we are all Spanish,

and Ciudadanos can be the change we need to
firmly maintain the unity of Spain,” said Garcia,
the telephone operator, wearing the red-and-
yellow Spanish flag around her neck. —AFP

Catalans vote to solve independence crisis

BARCELONA:  Center-right party Ciudadanos (Citizens) candidate Ines Arrimadas casts her ballot for the Catalan
regional election at a polling station in Barcelona yesterday. —AFP


